
Geography
Wash ing ton state is lo cated in the North west cor ner of 

the 48 con tigu ous states be tween 49 de grees and 46 de -
grees north lati tude. It has a to tal land area of 68,192
square miles of which 1,215 square miles are in land wa -
ter ar eas. 

The most sa li ent geo graphic fea ture is the lofty Cas -
cade Moun tain range, which sepa rates the state into two
dis tinct cli mate zones. The east ern half of the state has a
dry cli mate av er ag ing 16 inches of pre cipi ta tion, with hot 
sum mers and cold win ters. The west ern side of the state
has a warm ma rine cli mate and av er ages 40 inches of
rain fall. About 78 per cent of the state’s popu la tion is
con cen trated in the west ern por tion. 

Be sides the Cas cades, the state is marked by six dis -
tinct physio graphic re gions: the rug ged and rela tively
un de vel oped Olym pic Pen in sula area in north west
Wash ing ton; the Puget Low lands with the in land wa ter -
way area of the Puget Sound; the for ested south west area
of the Wil lapa High lands; the rela tively dry and sparsely
popu lated in land Okanogan High lands; the ir ri gated
farm land area of the Co lum bia Ba sin; and the pro duc tive
dry land ag ri cul tural re gion of the Blue Moun tain area in
south east Wash ing ton.

 The Puget Low lands, a wide val ley be tween the Cas -
cade Range and the Olym pic Moun tains, runs for 250
miles from the Ca na dian bor der to the Co lum bia River.
The up per half of the Low lands is made up of the Puget
Sound area, with its shore lines, wa ter ways and is lands.
This re gion has be come the most popu lated part of the
state ow ing to its mild cli mate, mod er ate rain fall and di -
verse econ omy. The south ern por tion of the Low lands is
made up of ex tended plains.

Mount Rain ier, the high est ele va tion in the state
(14,408 feet), is lo cated in Pierce County. Mount St. Hel -
ens, which erupted ex plo sively on May 18, 1980, is lo -
cated in Ska ma nia County. This is one of the least
popu lated ar eas of the state and is heav ily de pend ent on
the for est prod ucts in dus try.

The Co lum bia River is a promi nent fea ture in the
state’s ge og ra phy. It starts in Can ada and winds for 1,300 
miles to the Pa cific Ocean: south through cen tral Wash -
ing ton and then west form ing most of the state’s south ern 
bor der with Ore gon. As it heads west, it has cut deep
gorges through the Cas cade Moun tains and the coastal
ranges. The Co lum bia River is the great est source of hy -
droe lec tric power in the United States and pro vides
much of the wa ter for ag ri cul ture in the Co lum bia Ba sin.

Population
Trends

In 1998, to tal popu la tion reached 5,685,300, af ter
edg ing past the five mil lion mark in 1991, ac cord ing to
es ti mates from the state Of fice of Fi nan cial Man age ment 
(OFM). The 1998 fig ure rep re sented an in crease of 16.8
per cent above the 1990 Cen sus count, and 37.5 per cent
since 1980.

Net mi gra tion (peo ple mov ing in less those mov ing
out) be tween 1990 and 1998 has been es ti mated at
510,183. Thus far it has ac counted for 63.1 per cent of to -
tal state wide popu la tion growth, with the re main der due
to natu ral in crease (births mi nus deaths).

Ac cord ing to April 1998 data, about 78 per cent of the
state’s to tal popu la tion has be come con cen trated in
West ern Wash ing ton, with the Puget Sound re gion ac -
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count ing for about 59 per cent of to tal. Based on 1998 es -
ti mates, 22 per cent of the state’s resi dents live east of the
Cas cades.

From 1990 to 1998, the top five coun ties in per cent age 
growth were Clark (37.8 per cent), Jef fer son (29.9), Ma -
son (26.0 per cent), Pend Or eille (25.6), and San Juan
(25.6). Three of these (Jef fer son, San Juan and Ma son)
have been big draws be cause of op por tu ni ties for rec rea -
tion and re tire ment liv ing.

Cit ies and Towns

The six larg est cit ies in Wash ing ton are Se at tle
(539,700), Spo kane (188,300), Ta coma (186,000), Van -
cou ver (132,000), Bel le vue (105,700) and Ev er ett
(84,330).

In the cur rent dec ade, new mu nici pal in cor po ra tions
in clude Fed eral Way (1990), Se aTac (1990), Burien
(1993), Wooden ville (1993), New port Hills (1994, for -
merly New cas tle), Shore line (1995), Uni ver sity Place
(1995), Edge wood (1996), Lake wood (1996), and Cov -
ing ton and Ma ple Val ley (1997). Winslow changed its
name to Ba in bridge Is land in 1991. Van cou ver’s sud den
popu la tion in crease of 90 per cent from 1996 to 1997 re -
sulted from an nexa tion.

Wash ing ton’s 1998 popu la tion in di cates a pre pon der -
ance of in cor po rated (57.5 per cent) over un in cor po rated
ar eas (42.5 per cent). The state’s cit ies and towns, which
take up a mere 2 per cent of the to tal land area, ac count for 
about 52 per cent of the to tal popu la tion.

Labor Force
Growth

The ci vil ian la bor force to taled 2,988,200 in 1997, an
in crease of 17.7 per cent since 1990. This com pared with
15.2 per cent growth in popu la tion for the same pe riod.
Be tween 1990 and 1991 the la bor force had stalled ow -
ing to a de cline (-1.4 per cent) in to tal em ploy ment. Ac -
cord ing to the 1996 Long- Term Eco nomic and La bor
Fore cast Trends for Wash ing ton (pro duced jointly by
OFM and the Em ploy ment Se cu rity De part ment), la bor
force growth is ex pected to de cline to 2.1 per cent an nu -
ally from 1990 to 2000, and from 2000 to 2010 to 1.5 per -
cent: this com pared with 2.5 per cent an nual growth in the 
1980 to 1990 pe riod, 3.4 per cent from 1970 to 1980, 2.6
from 1960 to 1970, and 5.5 per cent from 1950- 1960.

In 1995, Wash ing ton’s la bor force par tici pa tion rate
stood at 69.8 per cent. The male rate was es ti mated at
76.1 per cent, while that for fe males was about 63.9 per -
cent. La bor force par tici pa tion by women stood at 46.8
per cent in 1974, and is ex pected to peak at 66.6 per cent in 
2005. Ac cord ing to 1990 data, the high est la bor force
par tici pa tion rate for both gen ders oc curs in the 35- 44
age group: 96.9 per cent of all males in this co hort were in
the la bor force vs. 81.6 per cent for women.

Ag ing of the la bor force

Changes in demo graph ics and la bor force par tici pa -
tion are ex pected to sig nifi cantly al ter the pro file of
Wash ing ton’s la bor force. Largely due to ag ing of the
“baby boom” gen era tion (born be tween 1946 and 1964),
the number of work ers aged 55 to 64 will in crease dra -
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mati cally (198.7 per cent) from 1990 to 2020 while those
in the 25-to-34 co hort will grow only mod er ately (29.1
per cent). Ac cord ing to the 1997 Long- Term Eco nomic
and La bor Force Fore cast , older work ers (55 and older)
will com prise about 20.3 per cent of all work ers in 2020,
al most dou bling the 10.8 per cent share in 1990. By as
early as the year 2000, the “middle- aging” of the la bor
force will lead to “gen era tional crowd ing” for those aged 
35 to 54, caused by an over sup ply of quali fied work ers
seek ing a lim ited number of mid- career pro mo tions.
This crowd ing phe nome non is ex pected to grow with the
pre vail ing “de lay er ing” of man age ment and ag gres sive
cost cut ting by large cor po ra tions. As seen from popu la -
tion data from 1990 to 1996, the 45- 49 age co hort was the 
fast est grow ing, up 44.2 per cent, while the 50- 54 bracket

was sec ond with 39.2 per cent.

Eth nic com po si tion

The state’s la bor force com po si tion by race and His -
panic ori gin, ac cord ing to the 1997 estimates, was 83.5
per cent White; 2.8 per cent Af ri can Ameri can; 1.4 per -
cent Ameri can In dian; 5.5 per cent Asian and Pa cific
Islander; and 5.2 per cent His panic.

By age, the 1990 la bor force dis tri bu tion has been es ti -
mated at 5.7 per cent for ages 16- 19; 10.4 per cent for 20-
 24, 27.9 per cent for 25- 34, 28.2 per cent for 35- 44, 16.7
per cent for 45- 54, 8.6 per cent for 55- 64, and 2.6 per cent
for those 65 and older. 

Un em ploy ment

In 1997, un em ploy ment av er aged 4.8 per cent, sig nifi -
cantly lower than 1996’s level of 6.5 per cent. The state’s
low est rate was 3.4 per cent in 1951, and the high est post -
war level was 12.1 per cent in the re ces sion of 1982.
Within re cent times, the low was 4.9 per cent in 1990.

By race and His panic ori gin, ac cord ing to 1997 data,
the job less rate meas ured 4.2 per cent for Whites; 9.2 per -
cent for Af ri can Ameri cans; 11.7 per cent for Na tive
Ameri cans; 4.9 per cent for Asians; and 9.9 per cent for
His pan ics. The over all fe male un em ploy ment rate was
es ti mated at 4.7 per cent, while the break down by race
and His panic showed 4.1 per cent for Whites, 8.9 per cent
for Blacks, 9.7 per cent for Na tive Ameri cans, 5.1 per cent 
for Asians, and 10.7 per cent for His pan ics.

Job less ness by in dus try (based on Oct. 1998 na tional
data) was at its high est in trade, 5.5 per cent; next was
con struc tion, 5.3 per cent; serv ices, 4.4 per cent; manu -
fac tur ing, 3.5 per cent; TCU, 3.1 per cent;  FIRE, 2.6 per -
cent; and gov ern ment, 2.1 per cent.

In sured Un em ployed

As in di cated in Ta ble III-A 2 (see chart next page), the
in dus try ac count ing for the larg est pro por tion of un em -
ploy ment in sur ance claims state wide was services (22.4
per cent). The next larg est shares were trade (20.5 per -
cent), manu fac tur ing (18.4 per cent), con struc tion and
min ing (16.7 per cent), and ag ri cul ture (6.9 per cent). The
small est pro por tion of claims origi nated in for estry and
fish ing (1.0 per cent), FIRE (3.2 per cent), pub lic ad mini -
stra tion (4.3 per cent),  and TCU (5.6 per cent). An es ti -
mated 63.5 per cent of un em ploy ment in sur ance
claim ants were male. In terms of edu ca tional achieve -
ment, 17.1 per cent of claim ants had less than a high
school edu ca tion.
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La bor Mar ket Com mut ing

Com mut ing sta tis tics from the 1990 Cen sus (Sum -
mary Tape File 3) in di cate that 74 per cent of work ers
drove to work alone by car, truck or van; 12.3 per cent
car pooled (with nearly 80 per cent in a 2- person ar range -
ment); 4.5 per cent used pub lic trans por ta tion (bus,
street car, sub way, rail road, fer ry boat, or taxi cab); 4 per -
cent walked; 3.8 per cent worked at home; 0.7 per cent
used other means and 0.3 per cent mo tor cy cled. 

The av er age com mute time to work was 22 min utes,
with al most half of all work ers (47 per cent) get ting to
their job site within 19 min utes. In the more heav ily con -
gested re gions of the Puget Sound re gion, the com mute
times were slightly higher: 24 min utes for King and
Pierce coun ties and 25 min utes for Sno homish and Kit -
sap. The above- average fig ure for Kit sap stems from the
fact that 5.6 per cent (4,607) of its work com mut ers ac -
count for over 76 per cent of to tal state wide work- related
fer ry boat use (6,013): timewise, this is re flected in al -
most the same number (4,760) and pro por tion of work
com mut ers (5.7 per cent) who spend 60 to 89 min utes
trav el ling to their job sites (the av er age Bremerton-
 Seattle run takes at least 50 min utes from dock to dock).
Among metro ar eas, Ya kima County had the low est
mean travel time to work (16 min utes). With the year
2000 Cen sus, how ever, it is ex pected that com mute
times for many coun ties will have greatly in creased, to
judge by ever wors en ing traf fic con ges tion in the Puget
Sound area.

State wide, 13.7 per cent of the work force com muted
out side of their county of resi dence to their place of em -

ploy ment. As in di cated in the chart, such com mut ing
var ied con sid era bly: In Sno homish County, 38.9 per cent
of work ers crossed county bounda ries, mostly to King
County, at test ing to the la bor mar ket in te gra tion of the
fed er ally des ig nated Seattle- Bellevue- Everett PMSA.
This com pared to a below- average 6.8 per cent in King
County and a low of 3.3 per cent in Spo kane. Pierce
County showed 24.7 per cent (mostly to King, but also to
Kit sap and Thurston coun ties) while Clark County reg is -
tered 35.9 per cent, al most all of which flowed across the
state line to Ore gon, pri mar ily Port land. The high est rate
in the state was in Aso tin County, where 53.5 per cent of
the work force com muted out of county, mostly across
the bor der to jobs in Idaho.

Industry Employment
In dus try Com po si tion

In 1997, Wash ing ton’s non ag ri cul tural em ploy ment
was domi nated by four ma jor sec tors: serv ices had one
quar ter of all jobs (26.9 per cent), fol lowed by trade
(24.5), gov ern ment (18.7) and manu fac tur ing (14.3 per -
cent). The next larg est shares of nonag em ploy ment
were, con struc tion (5.3 per cent), fi nance, in sur ance and
real es tate (5.1 per cent), and trans por ta tion, com mu ni ca -
tions and pub lic utili ties (5.1). Min ing and quar ry ing,
with 3,400 work ers, ac counted for only 0.1 per cent of to -
tal non ag ri cul tural em ploy ment. 

In 1997, manu fac tur ing em ployed 369,400 work ers
state wide, gen er at ing 14.6 per cent of to tal non ag ri cul -
tural em ploy ment and a host of in di rect jobs in re tail
trade and serv ices. Trans por ta tion equip ment domi nated
the du ra ble goods sec tor, with air craft and parts ac count -
ing for most of the jobs (104,600). In 1947, aero space
em ployed 13,300 work ers; from then, with oc ca sional
dips and stalls, it climbed to 104,500 in 1968. In 1971,
the “Boe ing Bust” caused em ploy ment to nose- dive to
40,500. Sub se quently, aero space re cov ered and con tin -
ued to spi ral up wards, but not with out en coun ter ing re -
ces sion ary down drafts (to 45,000 in 1976 and to 65,000
in 1983). It reached its ze nith in 1990 (116,300), de -
scended to about 80,200 in 1995, re bounded to 108,700
in Oc to ber 1997 but once again is go ing through an other
down cy cle, driven this time by fi nan cial crises in Asia,
Rus sia and South America. Pro jec tions in di cate Wash -
ing ton’s aero space em ploy ment will drop 45,000 com -
pa ny wide from mid- 1998 to the end of 2000, with an 
es ti mated 31,000 of these cuts oc cur ring in Wash ing ton
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State. King and Sno homish coun ties, where most of the
com mer cial pro duc tion is lo cated, will likely in cur most
of the losses.

The next larg est sec tor is lum ber and wood prod ucts,
which employed 35,400 in 1997 with a 13.6 per cent
share of du ra ble goods. This in dus try has de clined dra -
mati cally from its 1951 peak of 60,700 work ers when it
com manded a 47.7 per cent share of du ra ble goods. A
large por tion of the loss has been at trib uted to new equip -
ment and tech nol ogy, which have pro duced sig nifi cant
ef fi ciency gains at the ex pense of la bor. An other fac tor in 
re cent years has been the di min ish ing tim ber sup ply, the
re sult of tra di tional tim ber har vest ing prac tices and en vi -
ron mental leg is la tion. Within non dur able goods, the
larg est sec tor is food and kin dred prod ucts, which em -
ployed 41,500 work ers in 1997.

In serv ices, the lead ing job source with over one quar -
ter of all non farm jobs (677,000), the larg est sec tor is
health serv ices with 178,000 work ers, fol lowed by busi -
ness serv ices with 144,700. Serv ices as a whole has
grown 528 per cent from 103,500 in 1960 to al most
677,000 in 1997. Since 1947, this di vi sion’s share of to -
tal nonag has grown from 16 per cent to 26.8 per cent.

Trade com prises the sec ond big gest in dus try (607,200 
or 24.0 per cent of to tal). Here, eat ing and drink ing es tab -
lish ments make up the larg est com po nent; next come
whole sale trade and food stores. Over the past three dec -
ades, trade has emerged as the sec ond fastest- growing in -
dus try, ex pand ing more than three fold from 1960’s level
of 180,000. Most of the growth has been con cen trated in
the re tail por tion, which has in creased 261 per cent from
126,400 work ers in 1960 to 456,900 in 1997. None the -
less, trade’s share of to tal nonag em ploy ment has not
changed much over the past few dec ades, rang ing from
22 to 24 per cent.

Wash ing ton’s third- largest in dus try is gov ern ment
with 457,500 work ers or 18.8 per cent of all non farm
jobs. Lo cal edu ca tion (K-12 pub lic school teach ers and
sup port staff) is the domi nant sec tor of this in dus try; it is
fol lowed by lo cal nonedu ca tion (i.e., city and county em -
ploy ees, po lice, fire, etc.); then by fed eral,  state edu ca -
tion and state nonedu ca tion.

Fu ture Pros pects

To tal Wash ing ton non farm em ploy ment is pro jected
to reach 2,837,300 in the year 2003 and 3,060,600 by
2008. This rep re sents growth of 9.3 per cent from 1998 to
2003, and 7.9 per cent from 2003 to 2008.
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Employment Projections 1998 2003 2008 1998-03 2003-08
% %

Total Nonagricultural Employment 1/ 2,595.4 2,837.3 3,060.6 9.3% 7.9%
   Manufacturing 380.1 384.1 397.1 1.0% 3.4%
       Aircraft and Parts 110.7 99.0 98.0 -10.6% -1.0%
   Mining & Quarrying 3.5 3.7 3.8 4.8% 3.8%
   Construction 141.9 151.0 157.3 6.4% 4.2%
   Transportation, Communication & Utilities 129.4 129.8 138.8 0.2% 6.9%
  Wholesale Trade 155.5 163.4 171.6 5.1% 5.0%
  Retail Trade 471.8 518.7 557.1 9.9% 7.4%
  Finance, Insurance & Real Estate 130.2 138.5 146.3 6.4% 5.6%
  Services 717.7 838.2 939.1 16.8% 12.0%
 Government 465.2 509.9 549.7 9.6% 7.8%
     Federal 67.3 66.4 67.1 -1.4% 1.1%
     State 133.9 149.3 162.5 11.5% 8.8%
     Local 264.0 294.3 320.1 11.5% 8.8%

1/ Data for 1998 based on 1997 benchmark



Income and Wages
Per Cap ita In come

Wash ing ton’s per cap ita in come for 1996 grew to
$25,277, a 5.4 per cent in crease over 1995’s re vised fig -
ure of $23,974, ac cord ing to es ti mates from the Bu reau
of Eco nomic Analy sis. Wash ing ton’s 1996 PC in come
was 3.3 per cent above the na tional av er age. For more
than four dec ades Wash ing ton’s per cap ita in come had
sur passed the na tional av er age (by as much as 11 per cent
in 1966), but in the 1980s, par ticu larly af ter the 1982 re -
ces sion, it started on a down ward trend and in 1988
dipped be low the U.S. av er age. An analy sis by the State
Of fice of Fi nan cial Man age ment at trib uted the de cline to 
losses of high wage jobs in lum ber, con struc tion, steel
and ship build ing as well as to de creased earn ings in a va -
ri ety of non manu fac tur ing sec tors. Since 1989, how ever, 
the state figure has verged back to the older trend line of
higher per cap ita in come.

King County had the high est per cap ita in the state,
$34,440 (36 per cent above the state fig ure). Next was
San Juan at $31,643, then Clark at $24,092 (see Ta ble
V-B for all coun ties).

Wages

In 1997, the state wide av er age wage moved up 6.5
per cent, from $2,406 to $2,563 per month (see Ta ble
V-A). Wage growth in 1997 was driven largely by the
bur geon ing Puget Sound econ omy, which was not yet af -
fected by the Asian fi nan cial cri sis and the ensuing cut -
backs in aero space employment.

In 1979, the state’s av er age pay had been 6.2 per cent
above the na tional av er age, but after the 1982 re ces sion
this plus mar gin started erod ing un til in 1984 the state’s
wages dropped be low the U.S. av er age, reach ing a na dir
of -5.5 per cent in 1988. Since that time, how ever, the dif -
fer en tial has pro gres sively nar rowed, and by 1996 real
av er age earn ings were al most the same.

With an av er age of $3,108 a month, King County
posted the high est cov ered wage in the state; it was fol -
lowed by Sno homish  County at $2,687 a month and by 
Ben ton County at $2,551. Okanogan County reg is tered
the low est, $1,453 a month (see chart next page). 

By in dus try sec tor, monthly wages in 1997 av er aged
$3,394 in manu fac tur ing; $3,217 in TCU; $3,054 in
whole sale trade; $3,123 in FIRE; $2,742 in con struc tion
and min ing; $2,736 in gov ern ment; $2,578 in serv ices;
and $1,402 in re tail trade.♦
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Statewide Overview

1997 Average Monthly Wages in Washington
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Washington State

Percent Net Growth
Area 1990 Census 1998 Est. Change Change Migration Rank
Washington 4,866,663 5,685,300 818,637 16.8% 510,183
Adams 13,603 15,900 2,297 16.9% 777 23
Asotin 17,605 20,000 2,395 13.6% 2,093 30
Benton 112,560 137,500 24,940 22.2% 15,699 10
Chelan 52,250 62,600 10,350 19.8% 6,916 16
Clallam 56,204 66,700 10,496 18.7% 10,777 18
Clark 238,053 328,000 89,947 37.8% 70,520 1
Columbia 4,024 4,200 176 4.4% 176 39
Cowlitz 82,119 93,100 10,981 13.4% 7,582 31
Douglas 26,205 31,400 5,195 19.8% 3,293 15
Ferry 6,295 7,300 1,005 16.0% 845 24
Franklin 37,473 44,400 6,927 18.5% 1,028 19
Garfield 2,248 2,400 152 6.8% 239 37
Grant 54,798 69,400 14,602 26.6% 9,104 3
Grays Harbor 64,175 67,900 3,725 5.8% 2,319 38
Island 60,195 72,500 12,305 20.4% 1,688 14
Jefferson 20,406 26,500 6,094 29.9% 6,217 2
King 1,507,305 1,665,800 158,495 10.5% 70,938 35
Kitsap 189,731 229,000 39,269 20.7% 24,068 13
Kittitas 26,725 31,400 4,675 17.5% 3,921 20
Klickitat 16,616 19,100 2,484 14.9% 1,898 27
Lewis 59,358 68,600 9,242 15.6% 7,607 25
Lincoln 8,864 10,000 1,136 12.8% 1,220 32
Mason 38,341 48,300 9,959 26.0% 9,365 4
Okanogan 33,350 38,400 5,050 15.1% 3,308 26
Pacific 18,882 21,500 2,618 13.9% 3,078 28
Pend Oreille 8,915 11,200 2,285 25.6% 1,987 5
Pierce 586,203 686,800 100,597 17.2% 58,141 22
San Juan 10,035 12,600 2,565 25.6% 2,501 6
Skagit 79,545 98,700 19,155 24.1% 15,236 7
Skamania 8,289 9,900 1,611 19.4% 1,380 17
Snohomish 465,628 568,100 102,472 22.0% 63,951 11
Spokane 361,333 410,900 49,567 13.7% 31,022 29
Stevens 30,948 37,600 6,652 21.5% 5,456 12
Thurston 161,238 199,700 38,462 23.9% 29,530 8
Wahkiakum 3,327 3,900 573 17.2% 644 21
Walla Walla 48,439 54,600 6,161 12.7% 4,319 33
Whatcom 127,780 157,500 29,720 23.3% 23,143 9
Whitman 38,775 41,400 2,625 6.8% 984 36
Yakima 188,823 210,500 21,677 11.5% 1,209 34

Note: Detail may not add due to rounding.  Unrounded numbers are not meant 

to imply precision. Actual vital events through December 1996. OFM/Forecasting 6/30/1998
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